figures; and between the two, there seems little reason to prefer Egeus, for the attendant lord whom Theseus calls his "usual manager of mirth" in Act Five ought to be the same courtier whom he asks in Act One to "Awake the pert and nimble spirit of mirth"-that is, Philostrate (5.1.35, 1.1.13). Hippolyta, who present the challenge that the play must resolve: how, in Theseus's metaphor, to shift to "another key" (1.1.18), from the violent mode in which he wooed Hippolyta with his sword to the joyous mood in which he hopes to wed her, from male aggression to mutual love, from-in generic terms-tragedy to comedy. A melancholy note prevails in the opening lines as the reluctant bride and eager groom squabble over the nature of time: while Theseus bemoans "how slow / This old moon wanes" that keeps him from his "nuptial hour," Hippolyta fears the rapid pace that will transform the moon into a companion weapon for Theseus's sword, "a silver bow," and force her into his bed father's will in marriage and faces the threat of death, upsets the possibility of reaching harmony between Theseus and Hippolyta. She says nothing for the rest of the scene, and their prospects for concord must be deferred until the young lovers' conflict can be resolved. Egeus has spoiled the show.
When we next see the betrothed couple, in Act Four, their squabble has yet to cease and their revelry has yet to come. While Hippolyta extols the music of the hounds that bayed for her in Crete, Theseus boasts that the tune of his hounds will surpass any Hippolyta could have encountered. As in Act One, Theseus calls for a jubilant performance to heal the breach with his bride, but before the triumphal chords can sound, Egeus interrupts once again with his discordant drama. Spotting his daughter and her lover asleep on the ground, he calls for Theseus to enforce his will by law, and although
Theseus overbears his will this time, Egeus has for the second time deferred the revelry that could reconcile Hippolyta to the duke: the "musical…discord" of the hounds is "set aside" so that the "gentle concord" of the young couples can be legally ratified (4. [11] [12] . Whereas Theseus responds to the oxymorons in the mechanicals' playbill ("tedious brief," "tragical mirth") with discordant couplings of his own ("hot ice and wondrous strange black snow"), Egeus cannot speak this language; he must resolve the wondrous promise of paradox with an explanation of which parts of the play fall under which label: it is "tragical" because the hero kills himself, but generates "mirth" because the actors are incompetent (5.1.56-75).
Even if we do not go so far as to endorse Cleanth Brooks's claim that the language of poetry is the language of paradox, Shakespeare gives us ample evidence to suggest that Another Key 7 paradox is the language of love. From Juliet's epithets for Romeo ("Beautiful tyrant, fiend angelical!") to Cordelia's representation of her abundant love for Lear as "nothing,"
language must stretch beyond ordinary consistency to convey the "concord in discord" that is heterosexual affection. Egeus cannot accommodate this enigma; if "Pyramus and Thisbe" is to him "nothing, nothing in the world," then he can find no value in it, in contrast to Theseus, attuned to the need for concord in discord, who perceives a negative space where his relationship to Hippolyta could be worked out before bedtime (5.1.78).
5
Hippolyta appears to agree with Egeus at first, arguing with Theseus yet again over whether to see the mechanicals' production, but during the course of "Pyramus and
Thisbe," a remarkable transformation occurs. This second play-within-the-play is often read as a comically contained vision of the tragic world that might have arisen had the venture into the woods gone awry, with implications more for an interpreting audience offstage than for the court audience that mocks it. 6 But this reading disregards the desire Theseus has expressed throughout the play to order a performance that will change the tone of his relationship with Hippolyta, which the mechanicals' can. Instead of the drama of a parentally-forbidden love affair interrupting the duke and duchess's courtship, as in Acts One and Four, the newlywed couple now interrupts the forbidden-affair drama with their own discreet flirtation. Although Hippolyta initially dismisses the production as "the silliest stuff that ever I heard," another source of disagreement with Theseus, she soon comes to sympathizes with Theseus's opening lunar lament, paraphrasing his lines that
